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According to Anne Manuel, an observer in Guatemala for Americas Watch, "In spite of two and a
half years of civilian government, Guatemala remains one of the worst human rights violators in
the hemisphere. The improvement has reversed itself in the cities. And in the countryside, there's
a de facto military dictatorship. Nothing has changed." Americas Watch is a privately financed
human rights monitoring organization based in New York. Most of the organizations monitoring
human rights in Guatemala say assassinations began to increase immediately after two provincial
garrisons marched on the capital in the attempted coup on May 11. The army high command
quickly suppressed the uprising. In return, Cerezo was forced to give the military a free hand in
security policies, and also had to agree, among other things, to terminate talks with the guerrillas,
increase the armed forces budget, and give the military active command of the National Police and
the Treasury Police. An unnamed Cerezo adviser, cited by the New York Times, said: "This is a
transition government. We haven't changed the structure of violence, but we've begun to vaccinate
the society against the extremes. The human rights groups are naive when they demand overnight
changes." Spokespersons for the government disputed charges that the political violence is growing.
They said the increase in the number of murders is part of a crime wave, which rightist newspapers
are sensationalizing in an attempt to discredit the civilian authorities. In an interview with the
Times, Col. Luis Arturo Isaacs Rodriguez, chief spokesperson for the army, compared the killings
to gang violence in Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s. He argued that the army cherishes the country's
embryonic international standing, which would suffer if the military were linked to new human
rights violations. He said the murder had been trade to left-wing extremists. Isaacs said, "I'm not
saying the armed forces are angels in disguise. There are some human rights problems, but they're
certainly not the fault of the army. We apply the law and apply it fairly. If somebody violates it, they
have to pay the price, even if they're part of the army." Jorge Luis Archila Amezquita, chairperson
of the Guatemalan Congress's human rights commission, told the Times: "I'm sitting here giving
you my opinion without being scared." For the first time in years, he added, he feels free to walk
the streets of the capital at night. Archila noted that there is now a judicial system to investigate
human rights abuses, even if very few cases have yet been successfully prosecuted. According to
an independent monitoring group established in 1987, the Center for the Investigation, Study and
Promotion of Human Rights, 75 people were assassinated in September, up from 71 in August
and 57 in July. Spokespersons for the group said they compiled the list from public reports and
that their figures include only a fraction of politically motivated killings in the country. In the first
10 months of Cerezo's term, political killings averaged 33 per month, according to an estimate by
Central America Report, a respected weekly based in Guatemala. Factor Mendez Doninelli, who
works with the Center, said: "There's a democratic facade now, nothing more. The facade hides
[the fact] that all power is held by the army and that the situation is getting worse." Human rights
groups estimate that during the 16 years of military rule preceding Cerezo's administration, 100,000
people were murdered and 40,000 disappeared. Cerezo's election in 1986 offered some hope that the
slaughter would end. According to a government official, more unions have been registered in the
first two years of his administration than in the previous 15 under the generals. Union organizers
and Roman Catholic Church leaders, including Archbishop Prospero Penados, have received death
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threats. People are shot in the streets almost daily, and bodies bearing signs of torture are regularly
discovered on rural roads. Government critics trace the roots of the renewed violence to an amnesty
proclaimed by the leader of the outgoing military government, Brig. Gen. Oscar Mejia Victores,
four days before Cerezo's inauguration in January 1986. The decree in effect barred prosecution of
military men for human rights abuses committed in the four years since 1982. Rights observers have
criticized Cerezo for refusing to work for the repeal of the amnesty, which they say permitted death
squads to survive underground. Some political observers argue that the president would certainly
have been overthrown by the military if he had supported a repeal of the amnesty. The annual
report of the Inter-American Human Rights Commission (CIDH) released in Washington on Oct.
6 states that Guatemala continues to display an alarming disregard of the right to life. The report
points out that although the Guatemalan constitution and recent legislation recognize and guarantee
the right to personal liberties, it is clear that the security forces and the army continue practicing
illegal detentions, among other abuses. According to a report by the Agence France Presse on
Oct. 7, political violence in Guatemala in the past three months has surpassed levels recorded in
the previous two years. Meanwhile, the government appears to be incapable of controlling death
squad activities. Amnesty International's annual report on Guatemala states that arbitrary arrests,
torture, disappearances and extrajudicial execution of presumed government critics and opponents
continue. Among the victims are labor union members, peasants, students, teachers, urban workers
and clergypersons. Amnesty added that these abuses appear to be committed by members of the
state security forces, who sometimes work in uniform but are usually clad in civilian dress in the
"style of the death squads." [Basic data from New York Times, 11/13/88; Excelsior (Mexico), 10/08/88;
Amnistia Internacional, Informe 1988, p. 145]
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